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ABSTRACT
AMY REBECCA ROEBUCK: How the Song Goes: Southern Society Singing the
Dual Lives of Women
(Under the direction ofDr. Kathryn McKee)

This work explores the lives of black and white Southern women, focusing on
their role in Southern society as mothers. It covers a variety of Southern literature
from var>'ing time periods concerning women of different races and social classes. In
each ofthe works, I have found that maternal characteristics bring women together
with an opportunity to bridge gaps between the races, thus allowing motherhood the
pov/er to blend cultures. This work is divided into three sections. The first section is
an introduction into the lives of women as mothers. It explores the joys and pains of
motherhood, and asserts the manner in which women must act as mothers according
to the laws of Southern society. The second section looks at the effects ofcasting the
South as a motherland. The third section analyzes the conflict that arises when
women A^Tite across racial lines, with the premise that Southern women writers are
often telling the story of their mothers. This work concludes by examining the lives
of daughters in Southern literature who are the offspring ofa blend of mother-figures,
both black and white. These daughters are ofa new generation in the South, and have
gained the knowledge through their mothers that long-standing rules ofsociety are
not always right.
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Introduction
Motherhood:“The Time of Warm Flesh

In her journal, Corrine ofEllen Douglas’s A Lifetime Burning, describes her
experience with motherhood as “the time of warm flesh...a time ofrocking, singing,
hugging, skipping, running, hopping, dancing, falling, swimming—jump to me!
Jump! And then, later, of all the traumas, the crises—bloody noses, broken arms, lost
glasses, speeding tickets, wrecked cars—^the joys, the necessary boredom and rage
and anxiety and excitement of raising children. No one had time for an5^hing else”
(Douglas, Burning 53). This description, a mixture of happiness and strain, is
accurate in describing how many women feel about being mothers. Gone are the
days of blindly assuming motherhood is a state of perpetual bliss; women today are
increasingly more vocal in their views about motherhood.
Quite possibly, all ofthe characteristics presented in this essay as applying to
Southern mothers and daughters also apply, perhaps equally, to mothers and
daughters in general. The question raised, then, is why distinguish Southern mothers
and daughters as a group ofindividuals separate from all others? The answer lies in
the complex framework of society that exists in the South, but does not exist, at least
not in the same measure, in any other area. The framework is complex in that rules
that govern it are unwritten, often publicly unacknowledged, yet known and
understood by all members ofthe Southern community. Historians have attempted to
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label it, but its intangibility proves this effort difficult. The society in which Southern
white women live is made up ofa "discrete social system...within which gender,
class, and race relations [have] shaped their lives and identities"(Fox-Genovese 37).
Similarly, this system, created by whites who have dominated and controlled the
Southern community, inherently forms a system ofsocietal roles to which blacks
must also adhere. How to behave, what role one must take on in life, and with whom
a person may or may not associate are all governed by this framework, and Southern
history, being rooted among racial divisions, has ensured that this framework become
an ideology that is passed on through generations, like a bad dominant gene. It is
important to note that this division helped create the societal rules in the South, but it
has also caused what could be a permanent segregation between two cultures—both
of whose members, whose mothers and daughters, live and interact in extremely close
proximity to one another.
Race intrinsically pervades relationships in the South. It is the basis on which
the framework of Southern society has been created. One may try to explain
Southern social interactions without including race as a factor, but its prominence in
Southern culture—planted so deeply in history and tradition that outgrowths are still
evident today—make arguments which exclude the issue ofrace flawed, if not utterly
absurd. Southern mothers and daughters are not ignorant to racial issues, however
tar-reaching their proximity to such issues may be.
Kate Chopin provides a good description ofthe manner in which society
functions in the South, and the framework from which tense race relations stem, in
her novel. The Awakening. Edna Pontellier, Chopin’s white matriarch, begins to rebel
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somewhat from her duties as wife and mother, specifically when she begins to take
walks without leaving notice of her whereabouts. During a time in which house to
house visits to fiiends for tea and company were custom, a woman is expected to, at
the very least, leave suitable excuses if she intends to be absent. Edna rejects this
habit, and consequently her husband scolds her, saying "Why, my dear, I should think
you'd understand by this time that people don't do such things; we‘ve got to observe
les convenances if we ever expect to get on and keep up with the procession"(Chopin
85). The French term les convenances translates literally to "the conventions," but
conversationally, it means "societal rules." These rules and norms are taught from
parents to children; since their own mothers and other mother figures are often the
examples a child sees most, Southern mothers teach their children the unspoken rules
of their culture by example, if not directly by instruction.
When issues ofrace become intermingled with trite observances ofles
convenances^ the problem complicates itself. Written, segregation laws set up much
ofthe basis for the traditions that are still prevalent in the South today. The practices
ot not intermingling between the races and not relating to one another across racial
lines were initially created by written laws, but have been sustained by customs and
ideologies so deeply grounded that they refuse to die.
This work explores a variety of Southern women’s literature and critiques of it
in an effort to explain a new function for the institution of motherhood. The works
from which I gather evidence to make my arguments are numerous, covering the
spectrum ofSouthern women’s literature in writing style, time period, and authorial
background. There are times when it may seem that I am comparing two or three
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drastically different writers, and I acknowledge that doing so may be controversial.
However, I have found in reading these works that women, in their role as mothers,
function similarly in the ways that they relate to their children, and how their lives are
affected by the institution itself The main goal ofthis work is to suggest that
motherhood has the power to cross racial barriers in the South, and to provide
examples of daughters in Southern literature who are the outgrowths ofthis racial
blend. Given the disturbing truth that racism is alive and well in the twenty-first
century South, finding a fundamental process in which racism is being battled is
refreshing. By viewing motherhood in this light, a role that is indeed at times loved
and at times loathed, we are given a glimpse of hope, in what may be a potentially
hopeless, race-ridden world.
My ideas and arguments about motherhood will shift at times from
encompassing only mothers to specifically dealing with mothers of daughters. The
reason for this is to trace a pattern of action. As writer Marilyn French says,
Althoxigh not all women are or want to be mothers, most women are mothers, and
only women are mothers”(quoted in Warren and Wolff 7). Furthermore, it is
primarily mothers who teach their daughters how to become women and how to
become mothers, or how not to become mothers, as the case may be.
When studying and analyzing the roles of mothers and daughters in the South,
it is futile, perhaps insulting, to make generalizations or to categorize groups by
stereotypical methods. While many women would surely be able to agree on similar
feelings and emotions that becoming a mother cause, each woman is unique, each
birth is unique, and each individual will have her own story. A woman may
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remember aspects of conception, pregnancy, birth, and child rearing, while another
may find recalling details ofthese processes difficult, if not impossible. Similarly,
while growing up, a daughter will have her own experiences that cannot be belittled
by labeling or categorizing them. One cannot discuss motherhood without invoking
aspects of childhood, more specifically daughter-hood, since the women who grow up
to be mothers are also daughters, and have faced experiences in their childhood that
inevitably affect the type of mother they have become. Moreover, the women that
become mothers of daughters teach their daughters how to be women and how to be
mothers. Variations among mother and daughter experiences are prominent in
Southern literature. Scholars and writers have recorded literal, actual, and theoretical
examples of motherhood, and there are certain distinct characteristics ofeach
cir cumstance that demand further investigation.
The institution of motherhood is the most demanding role a woman may face.
It requires more physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially than any other
identity to which she adheres during her life. The meaning of motherhood can vary
from ultimate feelings oflove and adoration to devastating pangs ofgrief and
confinement. It can be liberating or enslaving. Throughout the years, the institution
of motherhood has been defined as a societal duty. Processes of motherhood can be
life threatening or life fulfilling, by both physical and emotional means. There are
inevitable conflicts that arise between mothers and their children, especially mothers
and daughters. When a woman becomes a mother, her life changes not just by the
new obligations and duties she takes on, but also in the manner by which she is
viewed by everyone else around her. Perspectives from outsiders, especially from
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men, change—the woman is viewed in a completely different fashion than she was
before.
Although the effects of motherhood on women are limitless, three main
factors are worth exploring in depth: the feelings of duty that both black and white
women feel toward motherhood, feelings of vulnerability that may plague a potential
mother when faced with both having and raising a child, and conflicts that arise
between mothers and their children (this work will focus mainly on mothers and
daughters). Each woman, coming out of different situations and circumstances, will
feel differently about becoming a mother. However,there are important similarities
in both the negative and positive consequences of motherhood these women face. The
similarities among black and white Southern women are just as, if not more,
important than the differences.
Women, coming from a long history of oppression, were, and perhaps
sometimes still are, held to certain expectations from society—^to fulfill their
womanly duties at least, quietly and reserved, and at most, happily with gratitude.
Feminist theorists Mary Rogers and Susan Chase acknowledge society’s tendency to
the "persistent association of women’s sexuality with their reproduction [which has]
left them culturally positioned as sexual objects and reproductive instruments rather
than as sexual and (sometimes)reproductive agents"(Chase and Rogers 116). I agree
with this theory, and furthermore, I would argue that it is directly caused by the
recognition of motherhood as a woman’s duty.
Traditionally, society’s view ofthe ideal mother is a self-less, wholesome,
chaste woman. This in itself is contradictory and raises an almost irresolvable
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conflict. A woman must be a sexual being in order to become a mother. According
to societal expectations, the ideal woman is to epitomize "her culture's ideas of
religious, moral, sexual, racial, and social perfection... [S]he embodies virtue, but her
goodness depends directly on innocence....[S]he is chaste...[and] she lacks sexual
interest altogether" (Jones 9). HQstorically, all women were expected to remove
themselves from having any connection with the sexual act of becoming a mother, yet
society was basically forcing them to engage in these acts in the first place. She must
suppress any outward show of desire for sex, one ofthe most basic human actions. A
woman’s sexuality is taboo, however; she is neither supposed to enjoy the process or
show any sign that she engages in such acts. The norm ofsociety seems to be,
according to feminist theorists, that
one cannot be both spiritual and sensual,just as one cannot be both maternal and sexual.
Maternal desexualization also derives from a cultural pattern whereby women’s passions and
erotic energies are stifled or even denied in the interest (it seems) of attuning them more to
men's and children's satisfactions than to their own.(Chase and Rogers 115)
These ideas are significant when studying mothers and daughters, not only because
daughters are part ofthe group who deny their mothers sexual interest, but more

so

because these desexualized mothers teach, perhaps indirectly but all the while
unavoidably, their daughters this nonn.
Toni Morrison suggests an exception to this norm in Beloved when Baby
Suggs tries to teach her granddaughter Denver about love and sex for a black woman
in a white-dominated world. Just as it is hard tor the ideal white woman—^the
Southern Belle, the supposed embodiment of chastity and virtue—^to admit that she
enjoys sex, it is also difficult for black woman to do so, who historically have been
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forced to reproduce on command by both black and white men. Denver remembers
what Baby Suggs has taught her, despite the norms ofsociety, saying,
Grandma Baby said people look down on her because she had eight children with different
mea Coloredpeople and whitepeople [sic] both look down on her for that Slaves not
supposed to have pleasurable feelings on their own; their bodies not supposed to be like that,
but they have to have as many children as they can to please whoever owned them. Still, thQ-^
were not supposed to have pleasure deep down. She said for me not to listen to all that That
I should always listen to my body and love it.(Morrison 209).

Morrison notes that race is not a factor in perceiving sex as taboo, and promiscuity a
social faux pas. In an indirect way. Southern white women have also been owned by
white men, in the sense that they have been responsible to them—^their fathers first,
and then their husbands.
What has been lacking in society, historically and presently, is an
acknowledgement of sex as an act of both pleasure and purpose, ifsex is used for the
purpose ofreproducing. Advancements in this area are substantial—^it is only
recently that women have been able to break the taboo oftalking about sex in any
fashion—however,the movement for women to have complete control over their
bodies has not been fulfilled. Wlien women's rights are fully granted, one might
predict that the implementation process in the conservative South will be slow in
practice and ideology^.
While Southern women have had different attitudes toward the institution of
motherhood, it is safe to say that blends of negative and positive feelings prevail as
the most distressing, if not the most popular, approaches of viewing motherhood
throughout Southern women’s literature, The most common of negative attitudes are
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emotions that make becoming a mother identifiable with life-obligations, chores, or
duties. The willingness ofa woman to accept the role of“mother,” defined by society
as a duty, is minuscule. The possibility of obtaining this attitude comes from the
societal expectation that since women are the only humans who are able to have
children, it is their ultimate purpose and duty to do so. In the South, white women
were expected by society to provide their husbands with a family and with inheritors
oftheir land; black women were also expected to reproduce to better their family’s
survival, making motherhood an expectation of black men. Furthermore, their bodies
were dehumanized by the expectations of white plantation owners who saw black
female slaves as macliines that could produce raw, cheap labor.
Edna Pontellier in Chopin’s The Awakening and Meridian Hill in Alice
Walker’s

two examples ofthe wide variations in texts that I will discuss,

present two similar attitudes toward motherhood. Coming from different racial
backgrounds, and therefore different cultural circumstances, the similarities in their
attitudes towards motherhood are significant. According to societal expectations,
good mothers should be self-less and completely devoted to their children. In their
presentation ofthese two characters, however. Walker and Chopin prove that societal
ideals are not always the desire ofthe mothers involved.
For Edna, becoming a mother causes her to lose herself that is, she loses her
self-identity. Edna confesses, however, that
she [is] fond of her children in an uneven,impulsive way. She would sometimes gather them
passionately to her heart; she would sometimes forget them. The year before they had spent
part of the summer with their grandmother Pontellier in Iberville. Feeling secure regarding
tlieir happiness and welfare, she did not miss them except with an occasional intense longing.

9

Roebuck 10
Their absence was a sort of relief, though she did not adnnt this, ev'en to herself. It seemed to
free her of a responsibility which she had blindly assumed and for which Fate had not fitted
her. (Chopin 33)

The mother role confines Edna, and it is a role from which she eventually breaks free,
ironically sacrificing her life in order to do so. Chopin suggests that perhaps
motherhood is an institution suitable for only some women, only those granted, by
Fate, the gift to endure its consequences. This idea is radical in comparison to the
Southern societal belief that all women are bom to become, and content to become,
good Southern mothers.
Meridian Hill, in her first engagement with motherhood, discovers that not
only do women have little say in whether or not they become mothers, but also that
becoming pregnant can occur accidentally, with no regard to anyone’s choosing. Her
pregnancy is completely unplanned, gravely reinforcing how little control she has
over her own life, and showing how motherhood can limit what little freedom black
women have. Its effect on her is a powerful one.
She had been in hard labor for a day and a half. Then, when she brought the baby home,it
had suffered through a montli of colic, gasping and screaming and robbing her of sleep. She
was so exhausted it was futile to attempt to think straight, or even to think at all. It took
everything she had to tend to the child, and she had to do it, her body prompted not by her
own desires, but by her son’s cries. So this, she mumbled, lurching toward his crib in the
middle of the niglit, is what slaveiy is like. Rebelling, she began to dream each night,just
before her baby sent out his cries, of ways to murder him...She realized he was more helpless
than herself, and yet she would diaper him roughly, yanking his fat brown legs in the air,
because he looked like his father and because everyone who came to visit assumed she loved
him, and because he did not feel like anything to her except a ball and chain.(Walker,
Meridian 69)
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Alice Walker speaks volumes in her representation ofMeridian’s introduction into
motherhood. Not only is Meridian trapped by her condition (her one chance at
college is threatened with her child’s birth), but by comparing her relationship to her
child with slavery. Walker is suggesting that motherhood has the ability to push
generations of struggle back in their efforts. Set during the Civil Rights Era,
Meridian depicts struggles for equality—^Meridian Hill’s attempts at such could be
futile if becoming a mother enslaves her. In this way, motlierhood is given an even
more terrifying characteristic: that ofreversing societal movements. Walker is saying
that even if the ways ofthe world are changed and black people become free in every
sense of the word, motherhood still has the possibility of binding a woman and taking'
her freedom.
The manner by which Southern women enter into motherhood is also worth
analysis. We know that women have had little control over whether or not they have
children, or over how many children they would have. Society, mainly men, most
often made these types of decisions. With the progression of women's rights,
however, women have gained what scholars have called "the luxury ofchoosing
motherhood" which “has not always been available to women in the South”(Warren
and Wolff 12)or anywhere else, for that matter. We must not ignore the fact that
being able to choose motherhood, or having any sizable opinion about the matter, is
indeed a luxury allowed to women today that women in history have not enjoyed.
Technological advances play a role in the granting ofthis luxury, but for Southern
women, changes in ideologies about the institution of motherhood are more
significant in the instillation ofthis luxury. With that said, we must also recognize
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that even today not all women enjoy this luxury to its fullest degree. Societal taboos
concerning contraception, abortion, and women who decide to not have children are
strong issues that keep the institution of motherhood defined as womanly duty
throughout modem times.
Even with technological and social/ideological advances regarding the choices
women have when becoming mothers, there are still some factors of motherhood that
cannot be planned or predicted. Characteristics such as the health ofthe baby, the
health ofthe mother, and, most significant for my purposes,the sex ofthe child are
still very much left to chance. The difference in emotion here depends greatly on the
living conditions of the mother. A certain amount ofvulnerability is planted in a
woman when she learns that she will have a child. A slave mother, for example, may
believe that it is risky to show excessive love toward her children, who may be sold
as property, raped, killed, or otherwise become the victim offorces beyond a mother's
control. Toni Morrison explains this in Beloved when Baby Suggs laments over the
loss of her children. She explains that
Halle was the last of her children, whom she barely glanced at when he was bom because it
wasn't worth the trouble to try to learn features you would never see change into adulthood
anyway. Seven times she had done that: Held a little foot; examined the fat fingertips with
her own—^fingers she never saw become the male or female hands a mother would recogmze
anywhere. She didn't know to this day what their permanent teeth looked like; or how they
held their heads when they walked. Did Patty lose her lisp? What color did Famous' skin
finally lake? Was that a cleft in Johimy's chin orjust a dimple that would disappear soon's his
jawbone changed? Four girls, and tlie last time she saw them there was no hair under their
arms. Does Ardelia still love the burned bottom of bread? All seven were gone or dead.
What would be the point of looking too hard at that youngest one?(Morrison 139).
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For Baby Suggs, becoming a mother is deliberately opening oneselfup for heartbreak
and despair. Especially in the midst of hard times, one must remain strong, and
motherhood forces an element of weakness into a woman.
These feelings of vulnerability are also true for Southern white mothers. Ivy
Rowe in Lee Smith's Fair and Tender Ladies, for example, is faced with the
possibility of losing her child to the mines, ifshe gives birth to a son. Fortunately for
her, Ivy does not have to worry that her daughter will be forced to work in mines that
have claimed the lives of men and boys when they collapse, a common occurrence.
Nevertheless, she exhibits wony and concern for the mothers ofsons whom she
knows. She says,"You can go in the mine at [age] 15. Go in the mine and never
come out, is what I say! I am glad I have got a little girl. Now,that mine has come to
look like a big old mouth, swallowing boys whole"(Smith 159-60). In much the
same way, the image ofthe mine for Ivy parallels the image ofthe white slave master
for Baby Suggs; both are potential predators of their children.
By comparing Baby Suggs to Ivy Rowe, I am suggesting a way in which
motherhood creates a similar sense ofvulnerability in both black and white women.
Having to work in the mines is an example of how a white family is oppressed
economically—^Ivy’s social class prevents her from having many more options.
Because they are black during times of slavery, Baby Suggs and her family are
oppressed racially. Both situations, as different and seemingly unrelated as they are,
are dangerous and could end with death as the outcome. Oppression in any maimer is
dangerous, and creates perpetual fear within a mother ofthe possible harm that could
come to her child.
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The vulnerability that occurs when Southern women become mothers of
Southern daughters does so in part by societal expectations of girls that are not the
same for boys, the basis of which lies in conformity. Margaret Walker explains in
Jubilee that "little girls were made to be seen and not heard"(Walker,Jubilee 46).
Indeed, Southern black and white girls are expected to quietly conform to the ways of
the Southern world, an expectation over which they have had little say—^they have
been silenced by society. Maya Angelou, ambitious and determined as optimistic
adolescents tend to be, recognizes the inevitable when she describes her childhood.
She says matter-of-factly, "The white kids were going to have a chance to become
Galileos and Madame Curies and Edisons and Gauguins, and our boys (the girls
weren't even in on it) would try to be Jesse Owenes and Joe Louises"(Angelou 179).
Angelou simply accepts this as truth. By recognizing her place, determined by
society as behind wliite and black men and white women, it would seem likely for her
to possess little hope of achieving much in life, and therefore, little reason for her to
dream—or more correctly, giving her only a dream, with no hope of making it a
reality.
Dorothy Allison alludes to this as well in Bastard Out ofCarolina when Aunt
Alma, a mother figure to Bone Boatwright, sighs, "Girl children...Dreamers always
standing around sucking on their teeth"(Allison 270). Ironically enough. Southern
women realize that their daughters may be able to change the unjust ways of life, but
society looms large and reinforces the fact that the chance of becoming anything
more than a dreamer is not great. Both Bone and Maya face the possibility of never
being able to aspire to do anything. As girls, they must depend on dreams only, and
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even dreamers are looked down upon. Society, in the form of racism and economic
discrimination, silences these daughters similarly to its creation of vulnerability
within its mothers; the daughters resign themselves to the expectation of conformity
in Southern society.
Because of problems brought upon by racism, this resignation is more definite
for black girls than it is for white girls. Although her attitude toward growing up is
not defeated by facts of life, however wrong or unjust, Maya Angelou does admit, "if
growing up is painful for the Southern Black girl, being aware of her displacement is
the rust on the razor that threatens the throat. It is an unnecessary insult"(Angelou
4). While Angelou may argue that not having that awareness of displacement may
prolong unwarranted despair for young girls, it is the recognition and awareness in
itself that is needed in order to change unwritten rules of society. It is from this
awareness that Angelou is able to break away from what would be an ultimate
resignation.
Struggles, hardships, and mixtures of happy and sad experiences fill the lives
of Southern daughters as well as mothers. One ofthe most direct, intimidating
influences openly appearing to Southern daughters is the image oftheir Southern
mothers, or mother-figures as the prevalent option for the outcome oftheir lives.
Watching their mothers, these girls are expected to recognize and adopt the actions of
the women they will eventually become. Simultaneously being affected by the
physical and emotional changes that plague adolescent girls, Southern daughters are
tempted to adhere to a simplistic solution set up by Southern society

to become the

embodiment of one’s mother. A conflict arises when, most likely, daughters view
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parts oftheir lives and the world around them differently from their mothers. Times
change as generations go by, and with time, so do ideals, goals, and allowances
within society’s unwritten rules.
As daughters begin to question the model that their mothers present, all the
while struggling to determine their own place in the world, these girls fall into either
the realms of rebellion or conformity. Maya Angelou admits that
to be left alone on the tightrope of youthful unknowing is to experience the excruciating
beauty offull freedom and the threat ofeternal indecision. Few, if any, sunnve their teens.
Most surrender to the vague but murderous pressure ofadult conformity. It becomes easier to
die and avoid conflict than to maintain a constant batde with the superior forces of maturity.
(Angelou 271)

Unfortunately for Southern daughters, these superior forces are stronger than any
commonly known forces—they are the instmction and the sometimes-overbearing
upbringing from a Southern mother Southern literature presents excellent examples
of daughters who suffer while working to survive their childhoods.
It is important to note that these Southern daughters are often affected by
more than one mother figure. Biological mothers play a strong and important role,
but any woman who carries out maternal processes with these girls influences and
adds to the image being pressed upon the daughter, and must not be overlooked.
Consequently, by being governed by Southern society, these girls are also daughters
ofthe South itself, an idea that will be more significant and better explained in the
following section ofthis work. These “other-mothers” are especially interesting to
study, because they often mix races, which in turn violates the inherent code of
conduct in the traditional South.
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Frankie Addams, in The Member ofthe Wedding by Carson McCullers,
exemplifies a typical challenge for young girls who are bored with their places in life.
After losing a beloved pet, she sighs, “It looks to me like everything has just walked
off and left me. And she... put[s] her head down on the table and feel[s] afraid”
(McCullers 29). Frankie’s childhood echoes with loss, fear, and loneliness, beginning
with the death of her mother earlier in her life. She grows up under the care of an
elusive father and Berenice, the family’s cook and maid, who is also the main mother
figure in Frankie’s life. Although Berenice demonstrates pure, sincere care toward
Frankie, it is difficult for her to lift gloomy spirits when, being a black woman in the
South, her own life is characterized by the effects ofoppression, pain, and loneliness.
McCullers is not able to show by this novel that Frankie, raised by a black woman,
successfully survives her teens.
Due to changes in the times, generation gaps, and new ways ofthinking
paralleled with a mother's tendency to raise her daughter to become the ideal replica
of herself, some degrees of Southern mother and daughter conflicts are inevitable. By
ideal replica, I mean that a mother wishes her daughter to embody the good,
acceptable characteristics of herself, without developing mistakes or engaging social
taboos that may or may not have occurred during the mother’s childhood. The
conflict engaged by this desire often ranges from minor disagreements to emotional
wars that invoke hatred and split families.
Fictional white mothers, such as Eudora Welty's Katie Rainey, Lizzie Stark,
Nell Carmichael, and Mrs. Morrison, want their children to fulfill social expectations
concerning white womanhood,just as these mothers themselves are doing. Cassie
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Morrison will go to college and make the most of her piano scholarship, a refined and
most lady-like path of study. Jinny Love Stark will raise a family in the same town in
which she was raised. Morgana, Mississippi. Both will marry in their social classes
and do their best to steer clear of social shame or embarrassment. Virgie Rainey, a
lively girl with a wild streak, is condemned by the community because she dates
sailors, works at the Bijou music hall late at night, and gives little concern for what
the ladies of Morgana think of her; "always, Virgie click[s] her heels as if nothing
ha[s] happened in the past or behind her, as if she were firee, whatever else she might
be"(Welty 90). There are no specific examples of how Morgana's white women
communicate these traditional values to their children, beyond the fact that they are
the epitome of these values themselves. Again, how these girls behave is governed
by unwritten rules of society.
By the end of The Golden Apples, any conflicting beliefs between these
mothers and daughters are suppressed by the maturing ofthe girls, and their own
submission to the laws of society. For example, Nina Carmichael and Jinny Love
Stark as little girls have different ideas of what their lives will be like when they get
older. During summer camp at Moon Lake,they seem uninterested in boys, getting
married, or turning into their mothers. They walk together one night and vow to
"always be old maids"(Welty 156). However, by the end ofthe novel, both girls are
married and have conformed to what their mothers had always expected ofthem.
What girlish ideas Nina and Jinny Love have of not becoming like their mothers is
lost as they become grown women—an occurrence written into the novel with an
element of inevitability.
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Willa Gather presents another example of mother-daughter conflict in
Sapphira and the Slave Girl, when Sapphira Colbert and her daughter Rachel Blake
have different views both on slavery and class distinctions. Rachel helps her mother's
servant Nancy escape to freedom. Sapphira's mindset is ofanother order, and she
sees her daughter's actions as liberal and unwise. Sapphira tliinks that Rachel "[has]
always been difficult,—^rebellious toward the fixed ways which satisfied other
folk...[and Sapphira] had been heartily glad to get her married and out ofthe house at
seventeen"(Gather 15). This is an example ofa minor difference ofopinion that
causes a major breach in what would normally be a strong mother-daughter bond.
Rachel is a girl who is not satisfied by the traditional rules ofconduct, and is
therefore shunned by her mother.
A more dramatic occurrence of mother-daughter conflict is depicted by the
relationship between Bone Boatwright and her mother Anney in Dorothy Allison's
Bastard Out ofCarolina. Bone is the victim ofan abusive, pedophile stepfather,
Glen, with whom Anney is hopelessly in love. The bonds of mother and daughter are
tested and ultimately tom apart when Anney chooses Glen over her own daughter.
The complexity behind Anney and Bone's relationship is made known when Bone
promises not to hate her mother, no matter what decision she makes(Allison 275).
Later, when Anney chooses her husband and abandons her daughter. Bone cries "I
said I could never hate her, but I hated her now for the way she held him, for the way
she stood theie crying over him. Could she love me and still hold him like that?"
(Allison 291). Although the novel does not explain what kind of woman Bone
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eventually becomes, she never fully rejects her mother, however slighted Bone may
be by her mother’s betrayal.
Mother and daughter conflicts among black Southern women are similar to
those of white Southern women. Meridian Hill's mother, for example, is heart-broken
when Meridian becomes pregnant, and even more so when Meridian wants to .give
her child up for adoption so that she may go to college. Mrs. Hill is unwavering in
her beliefs and insists in responsibility for one's actions. "Everyone that slips up the
way you did bears it," she tells her daughter, "you're the only one who thinks you can
just outright refuse"(Walker, Meridian 88). Meridian knows that her mother loves
her, in the fashion that mothers are supposed to love their children. Later in life.
Meridian thinks often of her mother, imagining her in church, "praying for her
daughter’s soul, and yet, having no concern, no understanding of her daughter’s life,
whatsoever; but Meridian did not condemn her for this"(emphasis added. Walker,
Meridiati 96). Walker presents us with a complex situation; Mrs. Hill basically
disowns her daughter, but, similar to Bone and Anney Boatwright, both Meridian and
her mother acknowledge, if silently, a love that is not lost in the gap oftheir
relationship. This phenomenon—a love between mother and daughter that, although
weakened, never fully dies—^will also be discussed in greater detail in the second
portion ofthis work.
I have presented a number ofexamples from Southern literature that suggest
similarities in the institution of motherhood for white and black women. Many ofthe
examples cover all areas of Southern women’s writing—including women from
different races, classes, and time periods. IfI seem to be overlooking these major
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differences, it is only because I maintain that the similarities are still evident and are
the most important. Ofthe differences among these examples,time is the most
difficult to overlook. Time plays an important role, because race relations have
improved in the South from slavery to the present day. Likewise, the societal laws
and customs governing behavior within each race have also been altered. Patricia
Yeager points to the civil rights era as marking one ofthe major changes. In postcivil rights years, we are faced with a "crisis of whiteness in a place in which it has
become impossible to be white in the old, accustomed ways"(Yeager 3). In
agreement with Yeager, it must also be said that it is now impossible to be black in
the old, accustomed ways, simply because how one has historically “been black” is
based primarily on how others have historically “been white.” Behavior within one
race depends upon behavior in the other.
While passing years and political movements have integrated the races, there
still remains an "invisible line" that divides blacks and whites in the South

one of

those invisible lines in Southern life that no one seem[s]to care to cross," to be exact
(quoted in Yeager 24). By saying that Southerners do not "care to cross" these racial
barriers, we are admitting that Southerners recognize and accept that there is still an
evident division—it is acknowledged, yet simultaneously ignored. Yeager adopts a
concept coined by Christopher Bellas called "the unthought known" in order to
explain Southern behavior. She explains that "the *unthought known’ is a residue of
childhood imprinting us with expectations about the way the world will shape itself
(or fail to shape itself) about us. These early experiences are lodged in the sensorium
but not available to consciousness—hence known but unthought”(Yeager 101).
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The "unthought known," because it is instilled in Southerners during
childhood, must be a result ofthose who have taught us. While certainly not
uniformly, children, especially daughters, learn primarily from their mothers or the
mother figures in their lives. I would like to further suggest, in agreement with the
basis ofthe "unthought known," that this phenomenon is not always unthought. In
fact, more often than not, it is thought, and simply accepted. An example from Dori
Sanders's Clover helps explain this. Clover Hill, who is African-American, has
recently lost her father and is left in the care of Sara Kate, her white stepmother. This
uncommon mixture ofraces faces trials and conflict amongst traditional Southerners
who are set in their ways, that is, those who are fully encompassed by the rules of
society. Mature and open-minded beyond her years, however,the ten year old Clover
makes a staitling realization. She says
So here we are. Two strangers in a house. I think of all the things I'd like to say to [Sara
Kate]. Think of all the things I think she'd like to say to me. I do believe if we could bring
ourselves to say those things it would close the wide gap between us and draw us closer
together. Yet the thoughts stay in my head—stay tied up on my tongue.... If Sara Kate and I
ever forget who we are, and sometimes we do, then we are at ease with each other and we
have a pretty good little time together. Sometimes we even laugh"(Sanders 100).

What Sanders is saying is that in order for two women ofdifferent races to achieve a
workable relationship with each other, each must forget her identity as defined
separate from one another. Infinitely more interesting is that consciously crossing the
invisible line is possible through a mother-daughter relationship, an idea that will be
discussed in more detail later.
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The institution of motherhood is indeed a mixture of hard times and joyful
circumstances. Although what motherhood means to each individual woman—^what
it can mean for black and for white women—may be at times infinitely varied and
unrelated, there are important similarities that allow for understanding and connection
among all women. Motherhood itself is a cycle that begins the moment a woman
conceives and lasts throughout her life. She passes elements of herself as both a
woman and a mother onto her daughter,implementing an example which the
daughter may accept or reject. Southern society has largely expected daughters to
conform to the ideal mold of womanhood, which has often involved motherhood
without question. Daughters are influenced not only by their own mothers but also byall the mother figures in her life. These figures are often from both races, the blend of
which makes up the South itself Daughters—often the outgrowth of a blend of
mother influences— who make a conscious and knowledgeable choice ofwhat kind of
woman or mother they will become, are the daughters ofa new generation in the
South.
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Chapter Two:
Weeds in Our Mothers’ Gardens

Literature, especially stories that deal with growing up or coming of age, often
includes references to one’s roots, the earth—^items that are at the fiindamental core of
a person. When studying mothers and daughters in southern literature, it is not
uncommon to find similar references. The path ofgirls (daughters) becoming
women, then becoming mothers, is an obvious method of describing coming-of-age.
We must realize, then, that the Earth is one among the many mother figures a person,
a daughter, may have. References to “mother Earth” are not uncommon; they are
actually accurate given the nurturing qualities ofearth. The idea of“mother Earth”
stems from the beliefthat humankind is derived from the earth; we are bom from it,
we cultivate the earth, and in turn, the earth nourishes us. When we die, we return to
the earth as dust. The earth—^the land—makes up the foundation ofour home, our
roots, where we most feel like we belong. Like our mothers especially, the earth
comforts us. It provides us with elements of stability and assurance. It endures.
Feminist theorists Mary Rogers and Susan Chase explore this idea in actual
experiences of mothers, which they describe as “pivotal feminist ideas about
women’s maternal bodies”(Chase and Rogers 161). Philosopher Iris Marion Young
spells out this feeling when she says, “Pregnancy roots me to the earth, makes me
conscious ofthe physicality of my body not as an object, but as the material weight
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that. produce[s] a sense of power, solidity, and validity” (quoted in Chase and
Rogers 161-162). While Young confesses that pregnancy gives her a sense of
purpose, it is important to realize that she associates pregnancy itself—the process a
woman goes through in order to become a mother—as functioning actively to plant
her body into the earth. From the earth, her body will gain the nourishment it needs
during pregnancy and to nurture her child, as a mother.
Southern literature continually connects humankind to the Earth. Patricia
Yeager speaks to this in her book. Dirt and Desire. She claims that “dirt is a very
‘big’ symbol in southern women’s writings”(Yeager 260), and that Southern
literature is home to a group of characters “who consecrate filth [and] adore dirt”
(Yeager 262). The characters of which she speaks are plentiful in Southern literature.
However, claims about southern dirt and desire are valid only by stating that this
obsession with dirt
is hardly endemic to southern hterature; play with pollution energizes a wide range ofregions
and cultures. But dirt works persistently and strangely in southern fiction, suggesting a route
to cultural transgression, to a gendered [and perhaps racial] change of worldview. For
pleasure in dirt—^in matter out of place—shadows a “southenT preoccupation with
community precisely because dirt operates structurally—^as any community’s center and
surface. (Yeager 263)
Characters in Southern literature, especially those who “adore dirt,” harbor a specific
love for their roots, an obsession with their homeland. Adoring dirt is a continuous
ebb and flow that mirrors a push/pull relationship they find inescapable—it suggests
loving something, desiring something that is dirty, or in the case ofthe South, loving
something that is simply wrong.
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I would like to suggest that this “dirt obsession” is greatest when it parallels
the institution of motherhood to land and earth. Specifically, if we look at pregnancy,
for example, as being an initiation for women into motherhood,there are limitless
elemental qualities that link mothers to the Earth, and therefore, link Southern
mothers to the physical place ofthe South. A fundamental example ofthis is women
who eat dirt while pregnant. Ed Grimes, a plantation foreman in Margaret Walker’s
Jubilee, tells of his expecting wife Janey who “craves dirt like her Maw done before
her”(Walker,Jubilee 27). It is true that eating dirt is something women who are not
properly nurtured nutritionally do in order to gain nourishment for themselves and
their child, and that Janey Grimes does so primarily because she is poor. However,
the idea oIl craving dirt suggests a carnal, uncontrollable act ofthe body. These
women, malnourished as they may be, go to the Earth to receive their nourishment.
Moreover, the idea that Janey’s dirt-cravings are possibly inherited from her own
mother strengthens the connection between motherhood and the Earth. This
uncontrollable urge to take in the Earth is a trait acquired from her own mother.
Mudear Lovejoy in Tina McElroy Ansa’s Ugly Ways provides an example of
a woman who eats dirt out ofsheer adoration, not out ofdesperation to find
nourishment. Her obsession with dirt springs from her love of gardening—a pastime
that mirrors the nurturing and cultivating elements of motherhood in itself This
hobby is also something that Mudear has inherited. She recalls,

...in the

summertime... my mother always had a big garden. She grew collards and turnips
winter and summer. That’s where I get my love for gardening from”(Ansa 89). By
becoming a mother herself, Mudear is able to experience love for her children that
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she feels is comparable to her gardening. Looking back upon her early womanhood,
she says
I did so love to dig in the dirt I wasjust a bom gardener. I could taste the soil and tell
whether it was acid or alkaline. When I woke up with dirt under my fingernails, it was some
of the happiest moments for me. My garden is a beautiful thing.... I guess my garden is the
thing I’m most proud of. Other than seeing my girls do so well, of coiuse. (Ansa 36)
The satisfaction Mudear achieves in cultivating a finely grown garden and in bringing
up finely raised daughters is one and the same. Ansa’s juxtaposition oflove ofthe
Earth and love of children is not coincidence. The same language that is commonly
written describing one’s love of her children is used here to describe Mudear’s love
for dirt. Although ultimately Mudear spends more time nurturing her gardens than
she does her daughters, it is the institution of motherhood that has even made a simple
comparison possible. These acts of hungering for the Earth—needing dirt in order to
fulfill elements ofjoy or other vital elements oflife— are more ways that pregnancy
roots women to the Earth. Understanding this relationship is crucial in understanding
the connection to the South as a motherland.
Scholar Virginia Ross takes the idea of Mother Earth and the South as a
motherland one step further when she analyzes The Awakening and Edna Pontellier’s
longing for and eventual return to the sea in her essay “Kate Chopin’s Motherless
Heroine.” She explores the idea that the sea acts as a mother figure for Edna.
Echoing other writers’ suggestions that the Eaith possesses maternal characteristics,
Ross suggests that “the voice ofthe sea...is a maternal voice”(Warren and Wolff 53).
The sea as a basic, essential element ofthe Earth encompasses similar, perhaps
identical, qualities that the Earth also possesses. As Edna becomes farther and farther
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separated from roles that are designed to fulfill society’s expectations(that ofchaste,
civilized, dutiful wife and mother), she takes on a closer, stronger relationship to the
sea, joining with it ultimately, and in doing so, also sacrificing her life. Ross claims
that “the intensity ofEdna’s response to the sea suggests that its attraction for her
derives from the absence ofa maternal presence in her life”(Warren and Wolff 53).
The novel explains that Edna has no human mother figure. With her own mother
dead and no other female body to provide any sort of maternal love or comfort for
Edna, she has no choice but to seek out what she is missing elsewhere.
What is Edna missing that her own mother would have provided to her? What
void in her life does returning to the maternal sea fulfill? Edna obviously lacks
something. She is unable to be satisfied (emotionally or otherwise)through her
relationship with her husband, or through engaging in a maternal relationship with her
children. The emptiness in her life is not replenished by passionate romance from a
lover, Robert Lebrun, or through friendships with other women like Adele Ratignolle
or Mademoiselle Reisz. Moreover, it is not possible for any combination of emotions
from these relationships to meet Edna’s needs, nor is she able to independently
conquer the empty space in her life, filling it with meaning. Regardless of whether
critics would say that Edna is a good or bad wife, mother, friend, or lover, what is
evident is that Edna herself is not satisfied with her performance in any one ofthese
roles. This is especially true in her role as a mother—Chopin explains that Edna is
rarely focused singularly on her children’s needs; even her husband has “reproached
his wife with her inattention, her habitual neglect ofthe children”(Chopin 13).
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If we accept Virginia Ross’s argument that “Edna’s sense ofdifUiseness, the
desire to lose herself...in the sea, seems associated with her need to recapture the
feeling of union with a lost maternal presence”(Warren and Wolff59), then we must
question the lost maternal presence as restricting Edna from succeeding in becoming
a nurturing maternal presence for her own children. Is Chopin suggesting that a
woman cannot succeed at mothering if she does not directly receive maternal
attention herself? This argument is perhaps too strong; however, Edna’s choice to
return to the sea proves that the sea satisfies maternal and passionate longings that no
human relationship in her life could before. Ross states,“The lure ofthe sea
embodies atavistic longing in Edna”(Warren and Wolff 59). Although Edna is
making a conscious choice, or perhaps she is led by impulse, in her retreat to the sea,
it seems that the sea’s luring is too strong for Edna to fight. Perhaps the desire to
unite with the sea is not worth fighting against. Since Edna’s life is sacrificed in her
retreat back to her mother, or mother-figure, the sea, and since Edna herselfchooses
to do so, we must assume that the desire and longing for this retreat satisfies her in a
more profound manner than any other option she could choose. Edna’s retreat to the
sea is the culmination of all of her emotional longings for maternal love. Accepting
this conclusion and exploring similar examples in other works of literature provides
us with evidence of how the South acts as a motherland.
There is a parallel among women who exhibit feelings of heightened emotion
toward there own mothers and their motherland. Scarlett O’Hara in Margaret
Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind ixnd Corrine in Ellen Douglas’s A Lifetime Burning
exhibit romantic emotions towards their mothers. Scarlett O’Hara idealizes her

29

Roebuck 30

mother, Ellen O’Hara. She gives Ellen super-human qualities, comparable only to
angels or goddesses. Mitchell writes,“To Scarlett, there [is] something breath-taking
about Ellen O’Hara, a miracle that live[s] in the house with her and awe[s] her and
charm[s] her and soothe[s] her” (NGtchell 41). Ellen is indeed, by societal standards,
the ideal Southern mother. Throughout her life, Scarlett recognizes seemingly
inhuman virtues that she feels Ellen possesses. As a child, Scarlett “confiise[s] her
mother with the Virgin Mary, and [when] she is older she [sees] no reason for
changing her opinion” (Mitchell 63).
Scarlett’s feelings toward Ellen become more interesting when, eventually,
her desires to be with her mother and seek refuge in her mother’s comfort are
indistinguishable from her desires to go home to Tara. Stranded away from her home
and away from her mother, Scarlett learns that Ellen has fallen ill. Mitchell’s
description of her reaction demonstrates the parallels between mother and homeland;
Scarlett thinks to herself:
But Ellen couldn’t be ill! She had never been ill The very thought was incredible and it
struck at the very foundations of the security of Scarlett’s life. Everyone else got sick, but
never EUen. Ellen looked after sick people and made them well again. She couldn t be sick.
Scarlett wanted to be home. She wanted Tara with the desperate desire of a frightened child
frantic for the only haven it had ever knowa (emphasis added, MitcheU 340)

Enwrapped with fear and longing, Ellen and Tara become synonymous in Scarlett’s
mind.
Corrine, the white matriarch in Ellen Douglas’s

Lifetime Burning, also

describes love toward her mother on a higher plane. She compares the love that she
feels toward her mother to the love she has felt throughout her life toward lovers and
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her husband. When speaking about how many times she has been in love during her
life, she says,“of course, I was first in love with my mother”(Douglas, Burning 18).
Corrine explains this feeling of being in love with one’s mother as common among
children. When watching her grandson react to his mother(Corrine’s daughter), she
explains that he would “wrap his arms around her leg as she worked at the kitchen
counter and gaze passionately up at her.... He was in love”(Douglas,Burning 18).
Passionate love that exists between mother and child is real, but it is also dangerous.
With heightened emotions such as these also comes a certain amount of
vulnerability—the possibility ofrejection, fear ofloss, and the possible pain that
could ensue. Just as lovers feel defenseless when faced with the chance that thenlove may not last, these children also fear loss of mother love. The love is so strong
that loss ofthat love is directly related to death, or as Corrine puts it when describing
her sister’s feelings toward her mother, she is “fatally in love”(Douglas, Burning 88).
If loss of mother love is equivalent to death, then it may be argued that mother love is
life giving. This would strengthen the reasoning behind Edna Pontellier’s ultimate
retreat back into the sea at the end o^The Awakening, she regains vital elements of
herself and her life as she descends into the depths ofthe sea.
Feelings of passion and romance that these Southern daughters possess for
their mothers are not simply one way. Although daughters often idealize their
mothers and go through feelings of erotic love with all its elements of vulnerability,
mothers too feel certain amounts ofromantic feelings for their children—particularly
for their daughters. Sethe in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, for example, is said to love
her children with a “love [that] is too thick”(Morrison 154). She loves her children
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so intensely that she will sacrifice anything for them; she will even commit murder
for them. In the novel, Morrison warns that for a“woman to love anything that much
[is] dangerous, especially if it [is] her children she ha[s] settled on to love”(45). The
danger that exists for a mother occurs because ofthe lack ofcontrol the mother has
over much of her daughter’s life. Outside threats and violence are, to a certain extent,
situations that cannot be long avoided. Because ofthe vulnerability that comes with
ha ving a child, the degree of helplessness a woman feels about her life is greatly
increased the moment she becomes a mother. Although as an older woman Sethe
doubts her own abilities of having another child, ofbeing able to survive the process
of motherhood another time—
she [is] frightened by the thought of having a baby once more. Needing to be good enough,
alert enough, strong enough,that caring—again. Having to stay alive just that much longer.
O Lord,she [thinks] deliver me. Unless carefree, motherlove was a killer. (Morrison 132)

Sethe’s enduring love for her children is not thwarted by such threats, however.
Despite the risks involved and the chances of being hurt, Sethe is aware ofthe lifegiving quality of motherhood. She tells her daughters,“When I tell you you mine,I
also mean Tin yours. I wouldn’t draw breath without my children”(Morrison 203).
Many Southern writers describe heightened emotions existing between mother
and daughter. Ellen Douglas creates an interesting image when she juxtaposes
desires Corrine feels toward her husband with the pains ofchildbirth. When longing
for intimacy with her husband, Corrine confesses,“A spasm of possessiveness seized
me that was as physical as the contractions ofchildbirth”(Douglas,Burning 82). In
doing this, Douglas is equating what the body feels when it expresses desire for a
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lover and the exact moment that a woman begins the initiation process into
motherhood as identical physical expressions oferotic love.
Writers even use similar wording when describing emotions women feel
toward their mothers and their motherland. Feminist theorists Mary Rogers and
Susan Chase look to Alison Hawthorne Deming’s writings on the “eros of place” to
explore erotic feelings women have toward their homeland. By “eros of place,”
Doming refers to “the sensory richness in the places that feel like home—^the color
and feel of the soil, the gurgling ofa waterway, the raucous chatter ofbirds, the shafts
of sunlight that find their way through clouds, trees, and patchy fog”(Chase and
Rogers 120). While it may seem far-fetched to think of one’s homeland in an erotic '
fashion. Chase and Rogers suggest that “sometimes such experiences affect us
powerfully enough that we feel transported and fulfilled in unutterable, momentary
ways” (120). One’s homeland and one’s mother are two uncommon recipients of
passionate desire, yet evidence that women view both ofthese entities as objects of
sensual longing exist. It is only recently that women have been able to outwardly
express passion or desire, although the common assumption has been that men,
especially husbands, should be the recipients of erotic feelings. In exploring and
discovering other objects of women’s desires, we broaden the separation between old
and new ways ofthinking about women.
When Southern women, therefore, feel the same passionate longings for their
homeland, paralleling passionate, idealized feelings they have for their mothers, the
consequences ofcasting the South as a motherland are made stronger. An example of
this in Southern literature is, once again, Edna Pontellier’s relationship with the sea.
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her mother-figure, “the touch of[which] is sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft,
close embrace”(Chopin 109). Likewise, Mudear Lovejoy harbors sensual feelings
toward dirt, plants, flowers—any outgrowth fi*om her garden. She longs to “lick the
velvety petals[of roses]just for the taste” and calls “a garden offlowers...a luscious
thing” (Ansa 105). Scholars of southern literature have called for the “need to
explore women writers’ exuberant, hyperbolic, and sensuous obsession with dirt”
(Yeager 260), adding an erotic element of mother-love to the already compelling
attachment women feel to the Earth. Romantic feelings such as these make longings
for motherland more profound and also make vulnerability in the face of possible
separation from, rejection or loss ofthis relationship more intense.
Minrose Gwin, in her essay “Hearing My Mad Mother’s Voices,” explains a
precarious relationship she had with one ofthe strong mother figures in her life, her
grandmother. She writes:
Sometimes when I felt sad my grandmother would let me sleep with her. She was much
heavier than I was and the bed’s springs sagged. I spent most ofthose nights in a state of
perpetual motion, sinking into and crawling out ofthe warmth and softness of her body.
Sometimes I would dream I was a squirrel trying to keep my balance on a tilting branch but
always rolling back to earth. (Warren and Wolff 18)
Gwin’s description offitful nights presents an intriguing phenomenon. What is most
interesting is that Gwin would spend significant parts ofthe night crawling away
from her grandmother, only to roll back down the slope created by her body. Why
would Gwin want to leave the warmth and comfort of her body in the first place?
Perhaps sleeping in such a position is uncomfortable, or perhaps the space occupied
by her grandmother’s body is not adequate for both bodies. Whatever the exact

34

Roebuck 35

reason for Owin’s “perpetual motion,” this scenario creates the image ofresistance
and rebellion—of Southern daughters breaking away from something offered by their
Southern mothers, only to succumb to the inevitable trip back. The idea that Southern
daughters often try to crawl away from the warmth and comfort offered by their
mothers and their motherland, yet inevitably fall or sink home to both, is presented
throughout Southern literature.
In Tina McElroy Ansa’s novel Ugly Ways, Emily, Betty, and Annie Ruth
Lovejoy struggle in grieving for their mother, Mudear—a woman who,like Minrose
Owin’s mother, is blamed by her daughters for being an unloving mother. As adults,
each of the daughters has left her mother, and two ofthem have left the South, in an
effort to distance themselves. Both the hate these daughters feel toward their mother
and an underlying need for them to love, or at least appreciate, their mother creates
conflicts that plague them into their adult lives. Emily Lovejoy tries to explain her
feelings toward her mother:
Emily felt she could sum up her and her sisters’ relationship to Mudear best by quoting a
scene from a movie she had seen on TV about a former Air Force pilot, a survivor of a
Vietcong POW camp. He told how his captors used a torture device that tied him up with his
hands boimd behind him and suspended him from a rope that intensified the excruciating pain
in his anns the longer he hung from the ceiling. As he demonstrated a rephca of the de\ice he
kept in his garage, he was asked how does one survive that kind of daily torture. The former
Vietnam POW rephed,“You learn to love the rope.” It was how she and the girls felt about
Mudear. (Ansa 118-119)
The daughters see their mother as the source ofa daily torture. The only way to

survive the torture is to love the thing that forms the boundary between the torture
and certain death. The rope—a daughter’s mother—deserves tliis love simply
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because it keeps her from crashing into the ground. Mudear herself, although
seemingly blind to the pain she causes her daughters, feels that “some respect [is] due
her...for not throwing herself down a flight ofsteps when she was pregnant with each
one of[her daughters]”(Ansa 119).
The Lovejoy example parallels a circular pattern that is found often in
Southern literature. A woman becomes a mother under the pressures offulfilling
societal duty, the mother, along with society—the motherland that partly raises her—
wants her daughter to grow up according to certain expectations, the daughter rebels
against mother and society, and the daughter ends up becoming some outgrowth of
her mother. What the daughter becomes is always a version ofher mother(or the
mother figures in her life). Sometimes the daughter involuntarily becomes an exact
replica of her mother, while other times the daughter is her mother’s exact opposite.
Just as home and place—^the Earth—influence a person’s life, so does a daughter’s
mother. What these girls cannot escape is the truth that their identities—^what they
become—are dependent upon and reflective oftheir mother. The kind of woman, and
most often the kind of mother, a daughter becomes is relative to the kind of woman
and mother her own mother is. Conflict arises because these girls stmggle to break
away, when they desire to be no part—carbon copy or reversed mirror image—of
their mother.
In order to work through this continual cycle in mother-daughter relationships,
as well as what I call the “inevitable conflict” between mothers and daughters, we
must look at examples ofgirls in southern literature who resist teachings oftheir
mothers and ofthe societal South. Although uniquely strong bonds exist between
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mother and daughter, a separation exists concurrently. The sepaiation is rooted in a
lack of understanding—a lack offully knowing—^that shreds even the tightest
mother-daughter bonds. Maya Angelou writes,“Knowing Momma,I knew that I
never knew Momma”(Angelou 194). Ivy Rowe in Fair and Tender Ladies says.
“Nobody ever did know Momma”(Smith 125). These daughters are plagued by
turmoil that is created in harboring sincere, perhaps passionate, love for their mothers,
while simultaneously never truly feeling like they know or understand their mothers.
Daughters are expected, by society, to look to their mothers and other mother figures
as examples of women they should become. How can girls identify with someone or
something they do not truly know or understand?
Minrose Gwin, for example, has spent a good deal of her adult life working
through the stranger that is her mother. Gwin may not harbor an extreme hatred for
her mother, but she does indeed experience ambivalence, or all elements oflacking
love. These feelings stem fi'om her mother, who has spent large portions of her life in
and out of mental institutions, and who was known by family and community as
being at least eccentric, if not completely insane. Moreover, Minrose feels as though
she never really knew her mother. She writes:
Was Mama always this way, I used to ask my aunts, my grandmother. They would shake
their heads gravely and murmur, well, not exactly, but thene was always something strange
about her from the very beginning, “foi/ know how your mother is,” my grandmother would
say.... I would look at her earnestly,facing her and rocking in my chair, waiting for her to
say something more

After a while she would begin to talk about something else. (Quoted

in Warren and Wolff 25-26)
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Similarly, the relationship the Lovejoy sisters have with their mother is based on her
never really knowing them. The daughters feel no meaning in what should be a
fillfilling bond. Their relationship is formalized, for just as the daughters call their
mother “Mudear”—a running together of“mother deaf’—^their mother refers to each
of the girls as “daughter,” instead oftheir name, or any more meaningful term of
endearment. Annie Ruth becomes enraged at the lack ofsentiment she feels her
mother has for her and her sisters. She says
I asked Mudear one time why she named me Annie Ruth. She thought awhile and you know
what she said? She said, “I can’t recall right now, daughter.” Good God, Betty, Emily, she
didn’t even remember why she named us what she did And I finally figured out that the only
reason she called us ‘daughter’ so much is that halfthe time she couldn’t even remember what
our real names were. (Ansa 250)
Mudear has such a strong effect on her daughters that the girls vow to never become
mothers themselves; in making a pact to never become mothers,the girls "'know
[they] won’t be like Mudear”(Ansa 142). This description of motherhood gives it
complete power and control over daughters. It suggests that motherhood forces
cercain outgrowths in character from daughters—^the idea that daughters ofbad
mothers will inevitably become bad mothers.
Another example of love-hate relationships between mothers and daughters is
that between Anney and Bone Boatwright in Bastard Out ofCarolina. Bone
struggles with loving her mother in the face of her mother’s complete rejection. Bone
first relates to heightened levels ofemotion through church; she says, “The hunger,
the lust, and the yearning were palpable. I understood that hunger as I understood
nothing else, though I could not tell if what I truly hungered for was God or love or
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absolution” (Allison 148). I would argue that, like Edna Pontellier, what Bone tmly
hungers for is maternal love that is otherwise lacking in her life. This is the same
hunger that pregnant women/ mothers feel toward the earth—the longing to take in
the earth, to become a part oftheir motherland. Bone longs to feel every emotion of
comfort and safety from her mother; when she is denied these feelings—^when Anney
ultimately chooses Glen and rejects Bone—a feeling ofemptiness is bom within
Bone. She loses the maternal presence her mother once offered, and she is forced to
look for it elsewhere.
The last words Minrose Gwin’s mother, Erin, says to her daughter are
‘‘Minrose. You are the last person I want to see on the face ofthe earth”(quoted in
Wan en and Wolff 19). She dies soon after and Gwin is left in a swirl of mixedemotions. The strongest uncertainty that Gwin faces is how to mourn her mother’s
death. After struggling with feelings ofreliefthat come in being able to not
remember her mother, because she never knew her mother, Gwin realizes that she is
unable to completely forget her mother. She says:
About t\\'o years ago it struck me finally that I was going to have to write about Mama,or I
would lose her more surely than I had lost her already,first to madness and then to death; and
perhaps lose myselfas well. But how does a daughter mourn the loss of the mother when that
loss is what slie, the daughter, has chosen? When mother loss is the way out? When loss is
gain? (Quoted in Warren and Wolff 20)
In never knowing her mother, Gwin tries to choose to forget her mother. However,
this choice creates a loss—both of her mother and within herself—that Gwin finds
she is unable to live with. The reason that Gwin is unable to forget her mother(she
confesses that she is even haunted by dreams of her mother(Warren and Wolff 19)),
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the fact that Gwin will fulfill a need in rediscovering her mother, are feelings
expressed by the Lovejoy sisters and by Bone Boatwright as well.
Minrose Gwin asks how to mourn the loss ofa mother. Tina McElroy Ansa
suggests that the Lovejoy sisters do not mourn for “Mudear as much as they fear the
absence of her, the lacuna they knew her absence would leave in their lives”(Ansa
18). Because ofthis “lacuna,” Minrose and the Lovejoy sisters feel compelled to
return to their mother, her memory, and curiously enough, because they have left it,
the South. Upon returning home for her mother’s funeral, Annie Ruth Lovejoy sighs,
"God, I miss the South”(Ansa 218). We discover that she not only misses the South,
but her mother as well, and in much the same way.
Bone Boatwright explains that mothers do not have to die in order for
daughters to be faced with questions of how to mourn them. Forgiving a mother that
has betrayed her daughter—forgiving and not hating, for in hating we also lose our
mothers—is a challenge that Bone must overcome. Bone wonders,“How do you
forgive somebody when you cannot even speak her name, when you cannot stand to
close your eyes and see her face...1 [cannot] stand to remember...1 turned away.
closed my eyes, and prayed for the darkness to come back”(Allison 302-303).
The answers to these questions—grieving loss when loss is gain, forgiving
one’s mother, learning to “love the rope'

are not easy; however, the way in which

all these southern daughters come to terms with maternal conflict are linked to the
earthy elements of motherhood. Minrose Gwin, borrowing a concept from Alice
Walker, suggests that we must search for our mother’s gardens, a term she uses
metaphorically to mean the positive elements and influences ofour mothers’ lives. If
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daughters cannot find their mothers’ gardens—and in doing so, also find truth,
forgiveness, peace—^then they must keep searching. Minrose Gwin suggests that “we
become our mother’s gardens. Sometimes they hate us for it. Sometimes we hate
them back”(Warren and Wolff24). At the time of Mudear’s death, her daughters
describe how “Mudear’s garden is all grown up and the house is empty.. but there are
still flowers peeking through the weeds”(Ansa 200). The girls finally realize that
loving their mother, as grown women and even when they may feel empty inside,
requires acknowledging the outgrowths oftheir mother’s garden that are found in
themselves.
Readers ofBastard Out ofCarolina are left to themselves to determine Bone’s
fate. Despite all the things about her mother that Bone may despise, and assuming
that in her own life as a mother Bone would not want to be exactly like her own.
Bone resolves herselfto the kind ofwoman she is going to be—^the kind of woman
that she, in her young years, already has become. She says, “I was who I was going
to be, someone like her, like Mama, a Boatwright woman”(Allison 309). Bone
acknowledges that she possesses characteristics of her mother, and that in coming to
peace with all the parts, negative and positive, she has come to terms with who her
mother is and with what all she herselfembodies. It may be possible, although it does
not occur in the novel, for Bone to simply reject the model ofthe Boatwright women.
However, in doing so, she still becomes an outgro^vth ofthat model—not an exact
replica of the model, but the true mirror image ofit. She cannot escape its influence,
even if she becomes its opposite.
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The work of Southern literature in casting the South as a motherland satisfies
certain objectives. Doing so makes notions of“the South” and “mother’
synonymous. Both entities birth us, nurture us, and torture us; however, we are an
extension of each. We not only find comfort in each, but we also find an enduring.
sensual, reciprocal love in each. We may rebel against our maternal land and body.
but an inner craving inevitably draws us back. To identify motherhood with the Earth
makes the institution of motherhood larger, more complex, more difficult to
encompass. I argue that Southern daughters are drawn back to their motherland most
often when they themselves become mothers. The South as a motherland has been
created by white Southerners, and it is only recently that both black and white
Southerners are realizing what it means to love or be connected to a nurturing entity
that is corrupt. We pick the weeds fi*om our mother’s gardens and cast them aside;
we concentrate on the flowers and use what they symbolize to find peace with the
motherland, and the nurturing qualities needed to embody characteristics of
motherhood so that we too may be nurturing, comforting mothers.
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Chapter Three:
Writing Across Racial Lines

Alice Walker writes in In Search ofOur Mother *s Gardens,“so many ofthe
stories that I write, that we all write, are my mother’s stories”(Walker, Gardens 240).
It is:oiportant to note that the stories ofsouthern mothers could never be written had
the mothers never told them in the first place. Indeed, many daughters try to recreate
their mothers’ stories in their writing, but never fully know ifthese stories are
accurate. Historically, black and white women in the South, burdened by work and
subsequent roles in society and not in constant interaction with their children, would
not have time or ambition to tell stories for no purpose whatsoever. Since time and
breath were sparse, it may be concluded that the act oftelling stories is one valuable
way in which mothers teach their children. These stories are often passed down fi'om
generation to generation; the stories that mothers tell are often also the stories that
they once heard from their own mothers. Telling these stories is one way mothers
teach their daughters, since oral tradition is predominantly associated with the South.
I must speak to the recent luxury women have obtained in being able to tell
their stories. These are women who come fi'om a history of being silenced. Women
have had the good fortune, with the advancement ofgender relations and feminism, to
find their voices, and in turn, the world has acknowledged the voices of women and
accepted what they have to say as intelligent, important, and worthy of being written
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down. The vital role of“voice” in Southern women’s writing is reiterated by Maya
Angelou when she states, “Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It
takes the human voice to infuse them with the shades ofdeeper meaning”(Angelou
98). Indeed, it takes the southern woman’s voice to infuse the southern woman’s
story with deeper meaning. Nevertheless, it takes the written word to reach the world
and withstand time.
Lucinda H. MacKethan, a scholar ofsouthern literature, notes the importance
of voice in women’s writing. She writes, “the word ‘voice’ has come to have for me,
as it has for many women, a metaphorical dimension, encompassing all that goes into
the expression of unique selfhood”(MacKethan 4). Furthermore, when we read and
study works of a Southern woman who writes her mother’s story, she is not only
encompassing that which goes into the expression of“unique selfhood,” but that
which also goes into the expression of motherhood, and the mother-daughter
relationship.
For MacKethan’s purposes of study, “in selecting black and white southern
women novelists who both exhibit their power ofvoicing in their vocation and take
the attainment of it as their characters’ central quest,[she is] focusing on daughters of
time who have turned the father’s house offiction into mothers’ gardens oflifegiving,
freedom-singing story”(MacKethan 13). However,for some southern women
writers, scholars, or sometimes simply readers ofSouthern literature, MacKethan’s
goal, although vital in shifting focus from men to women, cannot be organized into
one large expression accepted by both black and white women. Alice Walker, for
example, voices problems in identifying with characters in or writers of Southern
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literature. She states that “black writers and white writers seem...to be writing one
immense story—the same story, for the most part—^with different parts ofthis
immense story coming from a multitude ofdifferent perspectives. Until this is
generally recognized, literature will always be broken into bits, black and white, and
there will always be questions, wanting neat answers”(Walker, Gardens 5). Walker
finds difficulty in identifying with Southern writing—she explains that a black reader
“reads Faulkner knowing that his ‘colored’ people had to come through ‘Mr.
William’s’ back door, and one feels uneasy, and finally enraged that Faulkner did not
burn the whole house down”(Walker, Gardens 20). She finds similar difficulty in
relating to women’s writing, stating that “as a black person, one cannot completely
identify with a Jane Eyre, or with her creator, no matter how much one admires them”
(Walker, Gardens 8). These statements make one wonder how Walker could possibly
relate to a Southern white woman’s story, although this story is supposed to be at
least a part ofan immense story ofthe South, if not encompassing the grand Southern
mother’s story. Perhaps Walker simply could not. Questions arise concerning the
ability of white readers to identify with black characters, and vice versa. Can a white
woman recognize a part of Alice W’alker’s story as also a part of her own story of
Southern womanhood? In reading Welty, for example, can a black woman see bits of
herself in a character, or perhaps more unlikely, can she identify with Welty as the
creator ofthese characters? Is Welty’s story—or any southern woman’s story—^the
story of all southern women?
The obvious answer to these questions is simply “no. However, in an effort
to avoid “neat answers” to complex questions, I must show evidence ofreaders
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identifying with writers, with literature, across racial lines. In exploring this
possibility, occurrences of crossing racial lines through motherhood—being as
abundant throughout southern women’s writing as they are—beg attention. Due to
black and white women working in close proximity and sharing duties that
motherhood commands ofthem, the role of mother seems the ideal place for inter
racial relations and understanding to take place. Several writers, each of whom will
be explored in detail in this section, mix races through motherhood in their stories,
showing evidence that motherhood may be blind to color.
Scarlett O’Hara in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind is nurtured,
reared, and taught mainly by two women throughout her life, her white mother, Ellen *
O’Hara, and her black Mammy. Scarlett holds an utmost, if not equal, adoration and
respect for both women. Scarlett is aware ofboth women as being in roles of
authority over her, the crossing of which could cause severe effects. She “consider[s]
her training at the hands ofEllen and Mammy...thorough and good”(Mitchell 175).
With regard to Scarlett’s upbringing, there are few occurrences in the novel when
Ellen and Mammy are not mentioned back to back, creating a sense ofone-ness
between them, and suggesting a synonymous attribute to both mother figures.
To Scarlett, Mammy and Ellen are able to comfort her in times offear, guilt,
or sadness; scolding that results fi’om disobeying the rules of either mother-figure
creates shame. Mitchell writes that Scarlett “didn’t mind what anybody said, except
Mammy. Mammy’s v/ords [of reproach] were the ones that made her most angry and
brought the greatest hurt”(Mitchell 835). Words ofreproach fiom Mammy to
Scarlett are accurate and correct according to the ways in which southern white gii ls
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are to be brought up. Mitchell assures her readers that Mammy is knowledgeable in
the ways of the white South when she ironically notes,“What a young miss could do
and what she could not do were as different as black and white in Mammy’s mind”

(Mitchell 79).
The commitment and love Scarlett has for Mammy is notjust one-sided,
however. Mitchell is deliberate in explaining that Mammy feels likewise toward
Scarlett, and even though she knows when to punish or praise the child, she also
knows when to be a silent, comforting presence. After one of many scandalous
scenarios that seem to constantly plague Scarlett in her interactions with plantation
social society. Mammy tucks her into bed, and
Scarlett lay quietly for a while, as Mammy fussed about the room,reliefflooding her that
there was no need for words between them. No explanations were asked, no reproaches
made. Mammy understood and was silent In Mammy, Scarlett had found a reahst more
uncompromising than herself. The mottled wise old eyes saw deeply, saw clearly, undeterred
by conscience when danger threatened her pet Scarlett was her baby and what her baby
wanted, even though it belonged to another. Mammy was willing to help her obtain...Scarlett
was Miss Ellen’s child. Mammy rallied to her with never a moment’s hesitation. (Mitchell
590)
The strong emotional bond Mammy feels toward Scarlett is like that which mothers
commonly feel toward their own daughters. Mammy’s relationship to Scarlett is
strengthened in that she has been the mother figure for Scarlett’s mother as well. In
several ways. Mammy appears to be closer to Scarlett that Ellen is. Mammy serves
as nurturer, disciplinarian, confidante—all the roles a mother should possess—^while
the rules of society do not allow Ellen to be as close to her own daughters. Moreover,
Mammy has raised Ellen, she raises Ellen’s daughters, she outlives Ellen, and she
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goes on to raise Scarlett’s children, as well. In fact. Mammy is almost the sole
survivor of the epic tale, and is certainly the only person still standing behind Scarlett
by the novel’s end.
Ofcourse, I must acknowledge the fact that Mammy in Gone With the Wind is
the creation of a white woman writer. According to Alice Walker’s thinking,
Margaret Mitchell has no authority to write so intimately into Mammy’s life, at least
with any degree of accuracy. It is possible that Mammy’s character is simply a white
woman’s perception of what a black Mammy’s story is. Although there may be
historical accounts of black Mammies who truly exhibit deep and enduring love for
white children, even these records could be flawed. After all, a Mammy’s outward
show of emotion was influenced by the threat ofa slavemaster’s whip, yet another
way Southern society has forced its people to conform to its rules. The problem in
wiiting across racial lines looms. Regardless ofthe accuracy of Mitchell’s depiction
of Mammy,the novel remains an example ofa black and a white mother figure for a
girl. We know that other examples exist, both historically and in Southern literature.
A similar story of a girl who is raised by both white and black mother figures
is Ellen Foster. Since the stories are set decades apart fi*om one another, Ellen’s
situation is quite different from Scarlett’s—she is eventually placed in a white foster
home, but she has befiiended a black girl, Starletta, and spends much of her time at
Stailetta’s house. Ellen, extremely independent and mostly self-raised in the
segregated South, struggles with how to interact with black people. She is
apprehensive in becoming too close to them, but in a pivotal moment in the novel, a
bridge is built over the race gap (perhaps, ravine is a better word). It is important to
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note that the adolescent Ellen is very much aware ofrace relations ofthe South—^liow
blacks and whites are supposed to behave toward one another. Gibbons does not
explain exactly how Ellen has become aware—she simply says “I know that for a
fact” (Gibbons 30)—but we may assume that she has learned, if not from her own
mother or father, from outside mother influences, probably, the mother figure of
Southern society itself. However, despite her knowledge that societal laws can exist
without being right, she forms a connection with Starletta’s family. Ellen describes a
night at Starletta’s house:
Her daddy asked me if I want to stay and eat with them.
No. I’ll just stick around until you finish ifthat would be OK with yoiL
You know you are welcome to stay. You know it’s OK,her mama said to me. You know it
IS.

My mama
I stay and mess with the little [toy] town while they eat. (Gibbons 31)
Exactly why Ellen thinks “my mama” after Starletta’s mother offers for her to stay is
not explicitly explained in the novel, however, one must concede that Ellen is
associating Starletta’s mother with a mother figure of her own. The mothers Ellen has
are all positive figures in her life—her own mother dies and, after battling an abusive,
neglectful father, she is eventually placed in a loving foster home; Starletta’s mother
takes care of her in the meantime. Just as Margaret Mtchelljuxtaposes Ellen and
Mammy throughout Gone With the Wind, Gibbons is suggesting that mother figures,
in the minds of young girls, are becoming blurred, with little regard to color.
A black writer, Dori Sanders, also creates an adolescent character that
experiences both black and white mother figures. Clover Hill gains a white
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stepmother when her father shocks their community by marrying Sara Kate. He dies
shortly after their wedding, leaving Clover to be raised by Sara Kate, with a strong,
close influence coming from her black aunt Everleen. Linda Tate writes an essay
exploring Clover’s existence in a mix-race household entitled “Black and White
Sisters,” in which she suggests that “as Clover grapples with her father’s death and
her new white stepmother, she continues to be hyperaware ofother black-white
contrasts”(Tate 62)that are plentiful in the novel. Clover is aware ofthe racial
tension, especially in the minds ofthose in her community, but she herself does not
express tendencies toward racism. Mature beyond her mere ten years, Clover actively
thinks through her new relationship with Sara Kate. As Tate points out,“only
Clover’s hyperawareness of black-white visual images indicates her stmggle with a
new hierarchy of meanings between the colors black and white”(Tate 63). It is this
awareness that so many southerners are not quick to address—^this awareness is the
vital detail in the hope of Clover’s relationship to Sara Kate.
Clover Hiill, Ellen Foster, and Scarlett O’Hara—^three extremely different
examples from three different kinds of writers during different historical moments
provide excellent and similar stories of southern daughters who are influenced and
educated by black and white mothers. The institution of motherhood, however,
functions in southern women’s writing not only from a daughter’s perspective, but
also among black and white mothers who work in close proximity or at least interact
on a regular basis. By doing so, motherhood is able to relieve racial codes of
behavior that southern society inevitably imposes on its daughters, as well as to
alleviate long standing conflictual relationships by creating bonds offriendship
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among grown southern women. Evidence ofthe latter can be seen most prominently
in Ellen Douglas’s Can 7 Quit You, Baby.
Cornelia O’Kelly, Douglas’s white matriarch, and her black servant, Julia
“Tweet” Carrier, are firmly set in those roles at the beginning of Can 7 Quit You,
Baby. Douglas notes that “to them race sounded the endlessly repeated groimd bass
above and entwined with which they danced the passacaglia (or, as it may sometimes
appear, the boogie) of their lives”(Douglas,Baby 5). Their relationship is formal,
that of employer-employee. Tweet and Cornelia are close in age, however, and thenclose working proximity in the white household allows them to come to know each
other as they could not have otherwise. Obviously, their backgrounds are completely *
different. The only similarities they share are the characteristics common to the role
of Southern women mothers. It is in their motherly duties—^those acts of nurtunng
and care taking—^that they grow to understand one another.
At one point in the novel, a friend of Tweet’s becomes ill, and Cornelia goes
to Tweet’s home to help her nurse him back to health. Douglas has both women
working together alternatively in each other’s households: as cooks and cleaners in
Cornelia’s, as nurses at Tweet’s. Their connection becomes so deep-rooted that the
separation between them is blurred, and “it seems to Cornelia that they act as one,
theii* intimacy and mutual understanding is perfect”(Douglas,Baby 202). We as
readers are not told how this connection affects Tweet, most likely because Douglas
herself cannot accurately write the feelings ofa black servant. However, ultimately
Douglas does show that Tweet and Cornelia come to depend on each other in
desperate times of need. Their acknowledgment oftheir racial differences is not lost.
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however, they are able to eventually look past them, in an agree-to-disagree manner.
“I love you, baby, but I sure do hate your ways,” they sing to one another, “I love
you, darlin, but I hate your treacherous low down ways”(Douglas,Baby 256).
Margaret Walker creates yet another method in which motherhood links
opposing racial worlds in her depiction of Vyry \n Jubilee. Vyry’s father is a white
plantation owner and her mother is his black slave-mistress. Even as a child on the
plantation, Vyry is very much aware of racial differences, and is able to see both sides
of the plantation life. Even though she is fortunate to live in the Big House, she
begins to “realize that even in the midst of plenty in the Big House there was want in
the Quarters, and while Marster and Big Missy were feasting and rejoicing there was
misery among the suffering slaves”(Walker, Jubilee 59). Being of mixed blood,
Vyry’s identity lies somewhere between the slave world and the plantation household.
Her dark blood prevents her from living a life ofprivilege, yet her white-ness excuses
her from some evils of slavery.
Eventually, Vyry marries, has children, and is able to move offthe plantation
and begin a life with her family. While earning money by selling eggs and butter in
town, Vyry learns that she has a clever advantage.
She walked outfrom the main street ofthe town into the white settlement. At first it didn’t
dawn on her that her customers thought she was white, but gradually as the poor whites
engaged her in conversation—rich whites didn’t buy since the Negro cooks met her at the
back doors—she often noticed that they talked about the niggers. At first Vyry was tempted
to bristle and get angry, but she controlled herself enough to listen. She could never learn
through a better way how her prospective neighbors felt about her race. (Walker,Jubilee 419)
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Due to the light color of her skin, Vyry is able to come and go between the white and
black worlds. As time passes, Vyry comes to work as a mid-wife as the need arises in
town. Eventually, the white families discover that she is actually the daughter ofa
slave, and therefore, “black” in their minds. However, when it comes to the health of
their children, the white families pay little attention to color, and simply accept that
Vyry’s skills in motherhood is much needed hope. They come to Vyry, asking her to
birth their children, because the town “has been losing babies something awfiil”
(Walker, Jubilee 434).
In presenting Vyry as the last hope for the safe delivery ofthis community’s
children, Margaret Walker is depicting her as an eternal mother, encompassing both
the black and the white future generations. Vyry is later described as “the best true
example of the motherhood of her race, an ever present assurance that nothing could
destroy a people whose sons had come from her loins”(Walker, Jubilee 486). With
this statement, Vyry is in a position to become the mother ofa “people”—^her
offspring will be of mixed blood, her race is that of both black and white. Walker is
proposing that a new race of people being created—a race that cannot be destroyed
must be a race that is neither black or white, but black and white.
To further explore crossing racial barriers througli motherhood, we must look
to the most intimate element of motherhood where the mixing ofraces takes place;
the process of nursing. Some disagreement exists about how beneficial nursing is to
mother or child. For a slave, it may have been harmful to both, due to inadequate
living conditions. Slaves were forced to balance work in the fields and their
children’s feeding schedules, and “too often, hot and tired mothers picked their
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children up eagerly and nursed them under conditions that might easily have done
psychological and physical damage”(Genovese 498). This would have been true
especially for new mothers exhausted and drained by the premature return to slave
labor, and it is important to note the risk involved. Black mothers who are able to
nurse commonly take on the responsibility for both black and white children. The
awareness that nursing is essential in developing the child’s immune system, not to
mention the bond that is created between mother and child, was not unknown in the
antebellum South; contemporary arguments for the helpfiil effects ofnursing prove
this.
Black and white women have had very similar views on nursing as a sacred
moment between mother and child. Sophia Jane, in Katherine Anne Porter’s The Old
Order^ is surprised by the feelings that come over her when she nurses her children.
Elite white women who viewed nursing as merely servant’s work rarely performed
such a duty. Sophia Jane’s servant, Nannie, becomes ill, forcing Sophia Jane to take
on the duty for her own child. When Sophia Jane does nurse her child, she
experiences “a sensual warm pleasure she has not dreamed of, translating her natural
physical relief into something holy, God-sent, amends from heaven for what she had
suffered in childhood”(Porter 334). Sophia Jane’s realization ofthese emotions is
important in many ways. First, pleasure like this may only be shared among mothers,
and is shared among black and white women alike. (Fiuthermore, Sophia Jane’s
reaction suggests that motherhood has the ability to make up for whatever trials a girl
goes through as a southern daughter.)
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Black women, as wet nurses and mammies, often took on a maternal role
toward white and black children. Interestingly enough, Katherine Anne Porter
explains a situation in which Sophia Jane cares for and nurses Nannie’s children,
along with her own. The thought of a white woman nursing a black child is unheard
of in southern society—Sophia Jane’s husband and mother both “tr[y] to forbid her”
(Porter 334). She refuses to comply, however, and in nursing Nannie’s child, a
special bond is created between white woman and black child. Sophia Jane admits
that she “understand[s] now...why black mammies love their foster children. I love
mine” (Porter 334). This instance ofa white woman adamantly defying societal
custom in such an intimate manner need not be overlooked. The process of nursing
of passing elemental nutrients vital for human life from one being to another ^is
made even more significant when the exchange occurs from a black woman to a
white child, and vice versa.
I have noted several occasions in southern literature where motherhood has
been given the ability by southern women writers to cross strict racial bamers. A
counter argument that has arisen in my research must not be ignored, however. Aptly
enough, Alice Walker, in all her doubts of writing across racial lines, has created a
situation that does not provide much hope for the mixing of cultures in her novel,
Meridiem. In this novel, a child is bom from Ljmne Rabinowitz, a white woman,
from her union with Truman Held, a black activist. Their daughter is named Camara,
and by her birth, it seems as though the opposite worlds of black and white may
possibly merge. Her life—along with the embodiment of black and white—is cut
short when she is killed while walking from school. The murder is race-motivated—a
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definite sign that the world is not ready for a child ofa black and white union. The
conclusion of the novel does not create much hope in the literal, biological mixing of
races, due mainly to the fact that children ofsuch unions were unlikely to be treated
with equality in the Civil Rights Era, wherein the novel is set. While the possibility
of mixing races seems unsuccessful in this novel, I still maintain that motherhood as
an institution is able to blur racial lines.
I have explored the stories that southern women write in which motherhood
crosses racial barriers. In telling these stories, these women also tell the story ofthe
South—however in pieces it may be. Some writers additionally tell their own story,
and most often, these are also the stories oftheir mothers. In chapter two ofthis
work, I investigated Minrose Gwin’s memoir “Hearing My Mad Mother’s Voices,
and she rises again here as a perfect example. Never really knowing her mother,
Gwin writes in an effort to discover her mother, albeit posthumously. Their
relationship has always been that of struggle, and in her death, Gwin’s mother does
not loose the controlling hold she has on her daughter. Some ofthe last words
Gwin’s mother wrote to her are; “I wanted to be free like you are but Ijust can t get
past the writer’s block”(Warren and Wolff24). Gwin feels similar when she says,
“Mother,I thought you had taken my words. Now I know that I took your life and
made my words out of it”(Warren and Wolff24) In both statements, an element of
freedom in writing and slavery in not-writing is suggested. Writer’s block makes
Gwin’s mother not “free;” Gwin feels that in writing her mother’s story, she has taken
her life, and gained her own freedom from her mother. This relationship speaks to
the importance of writing; it suggests writing as a means to change a life If southern
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daughters feel trapped by their mothers,they are able to find freedom by writing their
mother’s story. Furthermore, if southern women can write the immense story ofour
mothers, we may all be loosed from the tightly binding laws ofsociety.
I began this chapter posing the question of whether a southern woman writer
can write a story to which black and white women can relate as being at least a part of
her own story. The question would be better phrased as Patrica Yeager has done:
“How do you write a story everyone knows but nobody hears?”(Yeager 10). Yeager
is speaking to the idea ofthe ‘"unthought known”—^the idea that southerners know the
racist actions in which they partake, but do not think to prevent them or change them.
To place my own emphasis on the question, perhaps it should be phrased,“How do
you write a story that everyone knows, but that no one acknowledges?”
Acknowledgment and awareness are the only ways one may be able to end the
“unthought known.” Advancement in race relations is possible, in Southern
literature, only by characters that possess this awareness. Motherhood is the most
likely place for races to blend, due to the close proximity and likeliness of black and
white women to share time and space. However, action must be taken in order to
reverse centuries of living through the “unthought known.”
Yeager poses a further question, which is an excellent follow-up to Walker s
and other’s notions of writing our mother’s stories. She asks,“If we wnte back
through our mothers when we are women, the question we must ask in the South is
which mothers?”(Yeager 253). My answer to that question is “both,” or probably
more accurate, “all mothers—black and white.”
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In discovering how to write the story ofour mothers, black and white, and
how to end the “unthought known,” I look to Alice Walker once more. She writes of
a certain attribute possessed by black Southern writers which enables them to triumph
in literature; she calls this the writer’s “double vision.” With it, “not only is [s]he in a
position to see his [or her] own world, and its close community...but also [s]he is
capable of knowing, with remarkably silent accuracy, the people who make up the
larger world that surrounds and suppresses his [or her] own’ (Walker, Gardens 19).
Evidence of this “double vision” can be seen in Margaret Walker’s portrayal of Vyry
in Jubilee^ although the character with the ability to view both worlds is also a part of
both worlds. Alice Walker speaks to this attribute as being possessed by black
Writers—she seems to not believe white writers possess “double vision” with equal
accuracy, if at all. Whether or not this is true is debatable. Although many white
women writers have suffered harsh critiques oftheir portrayal of blacks, certainly
even the relatively small number of white writers I have discussed in this work
exhibit some accuracy in telling the black story, although Alice Walker may claim
that as a white writer, I am in not position to judge that.
The inability of whites to understand the world of blacks is defended in part
by Maya Angelou. She tells a story of when she tried to apply for ajob and, because
she is black, was snubbed by a white woman clerk. Although she is humiliated in
public, Angelou realizes that
the miserable little encounter had nothing to do with me,the me of me,any more than it had
to do with that siUy clerk. The incident was a recurring dream,concocted years before by
stupid whites and it eternally came back to haunt us all. The secretary and I were like Hamlet
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and Laertes in the final scene, where, because of harm done by one ancestor to another, we
were bound to duel to the death. Also because the play must end somewhere.
/ -sventfurther thanforgiving the clerk, I accepted her as afellow victim ofthe same
puppeteer,(emphasis added, Angelou 267).

The racism the white clerk exhibits, according to Angelou, is not entirely her own
fault. She is a victim of a society that has been founded on a wrong belief. However,
I find that the clerk is guilty of apathy, of being passive—ofacting under the
unthought known.” It is not by mistake that Angelou, the same woman who claims
that “being aware... is the rust on the razor that threatens the throat,”(Angelou 4)
realizes that awareness is how we can end the rigidly drawn lines around our two
worlds.
We cannot write across racial lines, that is, we cannot tell the story of all our
mothers, until we end the “unthought known. Perhaps it is impossible to completely
end it, but it is possible to distance oneself and one’s action from occurring under its
influence. How do we do so? By acknowledging the world in which we live. We
must become aware to the point of action-

■to make an active choice each day to oust

ourselves from the comfortable role in which we have so long been seated. In a way.
we must all acquire Alice Walker’s “double vision.
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Conclusion;
The Dual Lives of Southern Women

Scholars have continually written about the outward “frailty” ofwhite
southern women in comparison to the outward “strength” ofblack southern women
(particularly in Yeager 43). In suggesting that white and black women are at times
equal mother figures to southern daughters, we are also suggesting that the mixture of
the two create the ideal southern mother. I have discussed in the first chapter ofthis
work the conflict between the “chaste mother”—^how a woman, particularly a white
southern woman is expected to reproduce without acknowledging her sexuality. The
same stereotypes that keep white southern women “pure” and black southern women
“strong” combine to create the ideal balance of all necessities of motherhood. It is
those stereotypes, however, that helped to create problems of misunderstanding in the
first place. It seems that a conclusion such as this is too simplistic for the complex
problem at hand—once again, we are suggesting “neat answers” to complex
problems. However, Southern literature presents us with examples of daughters who
are outgrowths of a blend of black and white mother figures. It is the daughters of
these mixed mother figures who exhibit the most mature and race-less attitude toward
their life. The two best examples are Kaye Gibbons’s Ellen Foster and Dori
Sanders’s Clover Hill.
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Ellen Foster is confused by the attachment she has toward her black friend
Starletta and her family when she says,“All I wonder is why I do not hate Starletta”
(Gibbons 110). Indeed, there is no ultimate reason why Ellen should hate Starletta,
other than the fact that the racism bred by Southern society forces the creation of
hatred. Ellen struggles internally with her feelings for Starletta and feels, by the
novel’s end, that she must have Starletta over to spend the night in order to make up
for their differences. She says to her:
Starletta I always thought I was special because I was white and when I thought about you
being colored I said to myself it sure is a shame Starletta’s colored. I sure would hate to be
that way. White people selling your mama’s quilts like they do. And the three of you live in
that house that’s about to fall down. I always went away from your house wondering how
you stood to live without a inside toilet I know your dadtfy just put one in but you went a
long time without one. Longer than any white folks I know. And when I thou^t about you I
always felt glad for myself. And now I don’t know why. I really don’t. And Ijust wanted to
tell you that You don’t have to say anything back. You just lay there and waitfor supper.
And I will lay here too and wait for supper beside a girl that every rule in the book says I
should not have in my house much less laid stiU and sleeping by me. (Gibbons 125)
By recognizing and overcoming the irrational hate, Ellen overcomes the “unthought
known.

She is well beyond her twelve years when she says, “I came a long way to

get here but when you think about it real hard you will see that old Starletta came
even farther”(Gibbons 126).
Similarly, Clover Hill connects to her white stepmother, Sara Kate, in a way
that ignores how the society feels she should act. Clover says:
If Sara Kate and I ever forget who we are,and sometimes we do, then we are at ease with
each other and we have a pretty good little time together. Sometimes we even laugh Just
maybe we could learn something from each other,... I’m sure there are things I can learn from
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Sara Kate. Like what she’s thinking when she purses her lips, knits her brow togethCT and
stares blankly out of the window. I just might learn that in spite of her curious ways, she
might even want to be my friend—that in some small way, she might even like me. (SaiMiers
100-101)

At first. Clover assumes that there is reason for Sara Kate not to like her, although in
the novel there is no direct reason why this should be so. Clover does, however,
acknowledge a possibility of moving past their differences, proving that she too, in
her young years, has learned how to overcome the “unthought known.”
In their awareness, both Ellen Foster and Clover IDll are singing a song
created by Southern society and inflicted upon them by the mother figures in their
lives. It is the same song that Cornelia and Tweet sing in Ellen Douglas’s Ccm t Quit
You, Baby. It is the reason that Maya Angelou goes beyond forgiving the racist desk
clerk. It is the song of the South; the South acting as a motherland has taught it to its
daughters. The song is the answer to the complicated questions—ofhow to love
one’s mother who has taught hate, of how to end the “unthought known. Just

as an

undernourished woman may uncontrollably crave dirt, we as lacking maternal nurture
crave the dirt of the South—the society that we have come to love and hate because it
often conflicts with moral ways ofliving.
Contemporary Southern women are not separate beings ofeither black and
white. They are a complex blend of both sides, a blend ofwhat society expects fi'om
both sides. The daughters ofthese blends create a new generation of Southern
womanhood that is able to move past what was once an inevitable retreat to
conformity. It is these daughters who learn how the song goes, and it is these
daughters who sing it.
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